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Using the linguistic (discourse) analysis, this study finds that aroko- an aspect 
of nonverbal communication that “speaks the loudest”- is fast losing its steam 
among the new generation of the Yoruba of South West Nigeria. Culture 
bestrides every facet of a people’s life, their social, religious, intellectual, 
artistic, linguistic and philosophical manifestations. Cultural determinists have 
argued that culture is the basic determinant of a man’s social behavior. This 
paper examines the use of aroko (non-verbal communication) among the 
Yoruba.  The inference from the study is that aroko forms a veritable part of 
the linguistic behavior amongst the Yoruba, especially when compared with 
other nationalities across the globe. It finds that aroko is widely used in all 
nooks and crannies of Yoruba land. However, it is discovered that the use of 
aroko is fast losing its steam among the new generation of the people in focus. 
A case is therefore made for the rejuvenation of such cultural traits for the 
advancement of Yoruba cultural values.   
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
“It is important to recognize though that it’s our 
nonverbal communication –our facial expressions, 
gestures, eye contact, posture, and tone of voice that 
speak the loudest. The ability to understand and use 
nonverbal communication, or body language is a 
powerful tool that can help you connect with others; 
express what you really mean, and build better 
relationships”  
 
Language is man’s unique and chief means of 
communication. Bloomfield and Newmark  
(1963:3) describe languages as “fundamentally the 
means by which men communicate with each other 
and with themselves and by which they express 
themselves”. It therefore becomes crystal clear that 
language is an effective tool in socialization and 
social intercourse. From this standpoint, one realizes 
that language, broadly speaking, performs various 
functions: to inform; to entertain; to educate; to set 
matter in motion; to persuade; or even to deceive! On 
the other hand, communication involves a much 
broader phenomenon than does language. Language 
is perceived as a means of communication. 
According to Little (1977:63), “communication is the 
process by which information is passed between  
 
 
 
 
individuals and or organization by means of 
previously agreed to symbols”. 
 
Interestingly, both language and communication are 
deeply rooted in the culture of a people.  Culture 
refers to the patterns of human activity and the 
symbols that give significance to these activities. 
Culture can also be defined as the totality of socially 
transmitted behaviors, pattern, arts, beliefs, 
institutions and all other products of human work and 
thought”, Manali (2008:15). To Macionis (2000:35), 
culture refers to beliefs, values, behaviors, and 
material objects that constitutes a people’s way of 
life. He maintains that culture is a shared way of life, 
or social heritage and that society refers to people 
interacting within a limited territory guided by their 
culture. Thus, he reasons that neither society nor 
culture can exist without the other. Macionis 
(2000:35), therefore, concludes that not only does 
culture shapes what we do, it helps “form our 
personalities-what we commonly (yet inaccurately) 
describe as ‘human nature’. 
 
If culture encompasses such a wide spectrum of 
human activities, one may be tempted to ask, “What 
are the components of culture?” We shall beam our 
searchlight, again, to the submission of Macionis 
(2000) who asserts that although cultures vary 
greatly, they all have common components, including 
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language, values and norms. He opines that the use of 
symbols underlie all the others. He submits: 
 
…like all creatures, human beings 
sense the surrounding world, but 
unlike others, we also create a 
reality of meaning. Humans 
transform the elements of the 
world into symbols, anything that 
carries a particular meaning 
recognized by people who share 
culture  
 
The use of symbols is so seminal to our 
understanding of aroko as nonverbal communication 
among the Yoruba. Symbols give distinct identity 
and coloration to nonverbal communication and, 
unlike discrete use of language, are open to wider and 
deeper interpretations. 
 
Further to this, Linton (2004), cited in Haralambos & 
Holborn (2013), states that the culture of a society “is 
the way of life of its members; the collection of ideas 
and habits which they learn, share and transmit from 
generation to generation”. And, to Kluckhonn (2004), 
also cited in Haralambos & Holborn (2013), culture 
is “a design for living” held by members of a 
particular society. He argues that since humans have 
no instincts to direct their actions, their behaviors 
must be based on guidelines that are learned and that 
for a society to operate effectively, these guidelines 
must be shared by its members. He also contends that 
without a shared culture, members of a society would 
be unable to communicate and cooperate, thereby 
leading to confusion and disorder. 
 
Thus, this study explores the relevance of aroko 
(non-verbal communication) as an integral part of the 
culture of the Yoruba, with a view to determining its 
socio-cultural functionality in the modern, globalized 
world. The inference from the study would also serve 
as yet another reference point in the growing research 
on African linguistics. It is to be noted that within the 
avalanche of theoretical postulates on culture, only 
two are strictly relevant to our study. The first is the 
Folk Culture which, according to the Marxist 
Theory of Culture and Identity “refers to the culture 
of the ordinary people, particularly those living in 
pre-industrial societies”. According to Dominic 
Strinati (1995), folk culture is often taken to arise 
“from the grassroots, is self created and autonomous 
and directly reflects the lives and experiences of the 
people”. It is dubbed the authentic culture and not the 
one that is artificially created.       The second is the 
Structural-Functional analysis, which depicts 
culture as a complex strategy for meeting human 
needs. Borrowing from the philosophical doctrine of 
idealism, this approach views value as the core of 
culture, Parson (1966); William, (1970). According 
to the theory, cultural values give meaning to life and 
bind people together and countless other cultural 
traits are said to have various functions that support a 
way of life, Haralambos and Holborn (2004:53). 
This, in essence, is the fulcrum of this study. Aroko is 
an age-long means of communication among the 
Yoruba of Southwest Nigeria, and it involves the use 
of signs, symbols and objects as communication 
clues.   
 
2.0 LANGUAGE, CULTURE AND 
COMMUNICATION 
The importance of language, communication and 
culture in any society cannot be overemphasized. 
Language is a symbol of group identity and 
socialization. This explains why Paul De Pre, a 
French settler in South Africa (1660-1713), in his 
letter to other French settlers in the Cape, warns that: 
 
The most sacred possession a man 
can have is his native tongue. To 
steal this is to steal his soul. A 
Huguenot thinks differently from 
a Dutchman and expresses this 
thinking best in his native 
language. If we do not protect our 
glorious French in church, in 
Law, in school, we surrender our 
soul. I say we must fight for our 
language as we would for our 
lives, Michener (1980:36). 
 
Language provides the synergy for the transmission 
of the cultural values of a people and it is not merely 
a means of communicating information. Rather, it is 
an important means of establishing and maintaining 
social relationship with other members of the speech 
community, Ansary & Babaii (2009).Thus, the 
copious use of language and the shared cultural traits 
give vent to the distinct identity of members of the 
speech community. Hobsbawn (1996) has posited 
that language use and identity are conceptualized 
rather differently in a socio-cultural perspective on 
human action. He argues that identity is not seen “as 
singular, fixed and intrinsic to the individual”, but as 
“socially constituted, a reflexive, dynamic product of 
the social, historical and political contexts of an 
individual lived experiences”.  
 
Even in the face of globalization and modernization, 
there are strident calls for the re-wakening of the 
living African heritage, the most veritable of which is 
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language and communication. Nkosi (1991:3) puts it 
succinctly: 
The relationship between 
languages and national cultures 
cannot be too strongly 
emphasized. Like other peoples, 
black Africans possess a rich and 
living heritage in philosophy 
ethics, religion and artistic 
creation, the deepest roots of 
which are embedded in the rich 
soil of African languages. 
 
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization, UNESCO, in its 1996 reports, 
stresses that all individuals must feel free to explore 
the uniqueness of their culture while developing 
understanding of the cultural diversity that exists in 
the world around them. The Reports further warns 
that “denying cultural expressions means limiting the 
expression of unique perspectives on life and the 
transmission of knowledge from generation to 
generation”. One can safely conclude that culture is 
“a defining feature of a person’s identity, 
contributing to how they see themselves and the 
group to which they identify with”, [UNESCO 
(1996) Learning: The Treasure Within]. It is against 
this background that this study examines “aroko”, as 
non-verbal communication among the Yoruba of 
Southwest Nigeria. 
 
3.0 LINGUISTIC (DISCOURSE) ANALYSIS OF 
NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION 
Non-verbal communication is the use of signs, 
symbols and other gestures to enhance 
communication. Wertheim (2016) notes that 
oftentimes, what comes out of our mouths and what 
we communicate through our body language are two 
totally different things. He argues that when faced 
with these mixed signals, the listener has to choose 
whether to believe verbal or nonverbal messages and 
concludes that, in most cases, the listener would 
choose the nonverbal because “it is a natural, 
unconscious language that broadcast our true feelings 
and intentions in any given moment”.  The pre-
eminent position of nonverbal communication is 
further captured by Wertheim (2016): 
 
…when we interact with others, we 
continuously give and receive 
wordless signals. All of our 
nonverbal behaviors - the gestures 
we make, the way we sit, how fast 
or how loud.  We talk, how close 
we stand, how much eye contact 
we make- send strong messages. 
These messages don’t stop when 
you stop speaking either. Even 
when you are silent, you are still 
communicating nonverbally. 
 
According to Tortoriello, Blott, and DeWine (2009) 
nonverbal communication is defined as “…the 
exchange of messages primarily through non-
linguistic means, including kinesics (body language), 
facial expressions and eye contact, tactile 
communication, space and territory, environment, 
paralanguage (vocal but non-linguistic cues), and the 
use of silence and time”.  
 
It is to be noted that, across cultures, nonverbal cues 
serve to reinforce communication. The way one 
listens, looks moves and reacts “tells the other person 
whether one cares, if one is truthful, and how well 
one is listening”. Blattner (2016) opines that when 
one’s nonverbal signals match up with what one is 
saying, there is increase trust, clarity, and rapport. 
And when they don’t, they generate tension, mistrust 
and confusion.           
According to Wertheim (2016); Blattner (2016), 
nonverbal communication cues play five roles. These 
are discussed below:   
Repetition: They can repeat the message the person 
is making verbally. 
Contradiction: They can contradict a message the 
individual is trying to convey. 
Substitution: They can substitute for a verbal 
message. For example, a person’s eyes can often 
convey a far more vivid message than words do. 
Complementing: They may add to or complement a 
verbal message. For example, a boss who pats a 
person at the back in addition to giving praise can 
increase the impact of the message. 
Accenting: Nonverbal cues may accent or underline 
a verbal message. Pounding the table, for example, 
can underline a message. 
 
For the purpose of this study, the following types of 
nonverbal communication will be analyzed: 
1) Parts of the body: head, leg/toes, hand/fist, 
mouth, nose and shoulders.  
2) Colors  
3) Numbers  
4) Drum (drummification through gangan-the 
talking drum). 
5) Talisman (horsewhip, rag, snail shells, 
cowries, corn stick). 
 It is to be noted that the scholarly interests 
in and focus on the Yoruba as a people and Yoruba as 
a language are not merely fortuitous. For example, 
Obayemi (1976), cited in Ajayi and Crowther (eds.) 
(1976:197), asserts that the Yoruba are among the 
better known peoples of Africa. This, according to 
him, is predicated on the fact that the Yoruba 
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constitute a sizeable population with sophisticated, 
large-scale, political organizations with a long 
tradition of arts and crafts. This view is corroborated 
by Bamgbose (1978), in Awoniyi (1978: IV) where 
he makes reference to the Ife six-year-primary 
project, involving the use of Yoruba language as a 
medium of expression for the full six years of 
primary education. He asserts that Yoruba is one of 
the few African languages that have had a long 
tradition of use in education both as a medium of 
instruction and as a subject in the school curriculum.  
 
It should also be pointed out that Yoruba language is 
spoken natively in virtually the whole of Oyo, Ogun, 
Ondo, Ekiti, Osun and Lagos states,( southwest 
Nigeria), and in most parts of Kwara and Kogi states, 
(North central states of Nigeria), Taiwo (2007: 27). 
The language is equally spoken natively in some 
parts of the Republics of Togo and Benin, West 
Africa. In fact, Adeniyi (2004:17) captures the pre-
eminence of Yoruba as a nation thus: 
 
…the 40 million Yoruba ethnic 
group in West Africa is larger in 
population that 35 out of the 47 
countries in Asia. Larger than 52 
out of the 56 countries in Africa. 
Larger than 19 out of 22 countries 
in North America. Larger than 35 
out of the 43 countries in Europe 
and larger than all 13 countries in 
Oceania... The Yoruba within the 
present Nigeria multi-nation state 
is larger than 164 countries and 
only surpassed by 27 countries in 
the whole world... 
 
Consequently, therefore this study seeks to examine 
aroko as a non-verbal communication among this 
mega ethnic group with a view to ascertaining its 
status, features, and functions among the users. 
 
4.0 STATEMENT OF RESEARCH PROBLEM 
One of the characteristics of culture is that it shared 
or propagated through generations. As we have in the 
military, there may arise occasions when 
communication participants wish to shut out others 
from the flow of communication. In the Holy Bible, 
II Samuel 11: 2-27, King David employed non-verbal 
communication to order for the execution of Uriah. 
Ironically, Uriah himself delivered the message! The 
study seeks to find answers to these following 
questions: 
- What are the unique, special features of non-
verbal communication among the Yoruba? 
- Do these have positive impacts on 
communication? 
- Do they complete the cycle of 
communication? 
- Do they have any relevance in this age of 
globalization?  
 
4.1 OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY 
The objective of the study is to demonstrate the 
relevance of non-verbal communication as an integral 
part of normal linguistic behaviors among the 
Yoruba. 
 
4.2Corpus Materials (Non-Verbal communication)  
These consist of the following: 
-Parts of the body (head, leg, toes, hand, mouth, nose 
and shoulders) 
-Colors (white, blue, black, red, green) 
-Numbers (three, six and nine) 
-Drum (drummification through gangan-the talking 
drum) 
-Talisman (horsewhip, rag, snail shells, corn stick, 
etc). 
 
Twenty respondents were selected for the study. The 
respondents fall within four (4) age brackets: 
-6year   – 11years 
-12years –18years 
-19years – 30years 
-31years and above 
 
These respondents were selected at random. But the 
researcher applied a test hypothesis before the final 
choice of the respondents. The test ensured that urban 
rural dichotomies were carefully considered. 
Respondents from the rural areas-Odeyinka, (Ikire), 
Ilese, (Ijebu-Ode), Igbo Nla (Ajase Ipo), and Akoda 
(Ede), are much more adept at the use and 
understanding of non-verbal communication than 
their counterparts from cities-Lagos, Ibadan, 
Abeokuta and Ilorin. 
 
4.3 Sampling Procedure   
The corpus materials were carefully selected from the 
commonest ones used throughout Yoruba land. 
 
4.4 Testing Procedure 
Each of the five corpus materials was presented to 
our respondents for comments with a view to 
ascertaining their recognition and understanding of 
the non-verbal communication 
 
4.5 Analytical Procedure 
In order to accurately account for the conceptual 
representation which the non-verbal communication 
seeks to achieve, we adopt Braddock’s (1985) 
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Communication Model. This model is an extension 
of Professor Lasswell’s (1948) Model. The major 
thrust of Braddock’s (1985) Communication Model, 
cited in Oyedokun (2004), is in form of these 
questions: 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Braddock Communication Model  
 
4.0 THEORETICAL PRELIMINARIES 
For the purpose of this study, three different 
approaches to social constructionist discourse 
analysis will be introduced- Ernesto Laclau and 
Chantal Mouffe’s discourse theory, critical discourse 
analysis, and discursive psychology. All three 
approaches share the starting point that our ways of 
talking (here, non verbal) “do not neutrally reflect our 
world, identities and social relations but, rather plays 
an active role in creating and changing them”, 
Jorgensen and Philips (2005). The choice of these 
approaches is predicated upon the ground that they 
represent “particular fruitful theories” deeply rooted 
in research in communication, culture and society. As 
has been explicated in Jorgensen and Philips’ (2005), 
they can be applied in analysis of many different 
social domains and “in the exploration of the role of 
language use in broad societal and cultural 
developments”. And (they) are also based on “social 
constuctionism”- an umbrella term for a range of new 
theories about culture and society.    
 
Further to this, the overall analysis will also rely on 
Hermeneutic or Interpretative Theory, within the 
social constructionist approach. The social 
hermeneutic theory has, as its goal, the understanding 
of how those in an observed social situation interpret 
their own lot in that situation, Moerman (1998), cited 
in Baran and David (2002). The theory tries to 
understand how events in the alien world make sense 
to the aliens, how their way of life coheres and has 
meaning and value for the people who live it, Baran 
and Davis (2002). It is also worthy of note that the 
social hermeneutic theory “looks for hidden or deep 
meaning in people’s interpretation of different 
symbol systems”, Jorgensen and Philips (2005). 
 
5.0 DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS 
5.1 Data Presentation 
5.1.1 CORPUS I (Parts of the body) 
5.1.1.1 Head  
DESCRIPTION  
(i) Nodding (up/ down) 
(ii) Shaking (gently or vigorously) 
5.1.1.2 Legs/toes 
DESCRIPTION 
(i) Stamping the foot firmly and loudly on 
the floor 
(ii) Pressing a toe firmly on a person sitting 
close 
 
5.1.1.3 Hand 
DESCRIPTION 
(i) Waiving hands in/ to certain direction 
     (ii)       Thrusting one or both hands up and down 
5.1.1.4 Mouth  
DESCRIPTION 
(i) Opening it wide instantly 
(ii) Spreading the lips without opening the 
mouth 
5.1.1.5 Nose 
DESCRIPTION 
(i) Twisting the nose upward instantly 
(ii) Closing it with upper lips 
5.1.1.6 Shoulder 
DESCRIPTION 
(i) Jerking the two up  
(ii) Jerking one up 
5.1.2 CORPUS II: Color 
5.1.2.1 White 
DESCRIPTION 
(i) Worn by person  
(ii) Shown/sent as or on objects 
5.1.2.2 Blue 
DESCRIPTION 
(i) Worn by persons  
(ii) Shown/Sent as or on objects 
5.1.2.3 Black 
DESCRIPTION 
(i) Worn by person 
(ii) Shown/Sent as or on object 
5.1.2.4 Red 
DESCRIPTION 
(i) Worn by person 
(ii) Shown/Sent as or on object 
 
5.1.3 CORPUS III: Drum 
Gangan- the Yoruba talking drum 
DESCRIPTION 
5.1.3.1 Different tunes/tones 
 
5.1.4 CORPUS IV: Numerals 
5.1.4.1 Number 3 
5.1.4.2   Number 6    
  
5.1.4.3   Number 9 
 
5.1.5 CORPUS V: Talisman (Signs) 
Through 
which 
Medium? 
Says what? Who? 
For what 
Purpose? 
With what Effect? Under what 
Circumstan
ce 
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5.1.5.1 Horsewhip 
Held by a pregnant woman 
5.1.5.2 Rag 
5.1.5.2.1 On top of an object or an article 
 5.1.5.3 Snail shell 
5.1.5.3.1 Placed on top of an object or an article 
5.1.5.3.2 Sent to a person as an object 
5.1.5.4 Corn stick 
 
5.2 Overall Analysis and Discussion 
The following were the responses of our respondents: 
Corpus 1: (A) Head. (B) Toes/Legs. (C) Hand. (D) 
Mouth. (E) Nose. (F) Shoulders 
Head (i). Agreement: The velocity (rapidity) 
of the movement reflects event of      
agreement.  
 Head moves up and down. 
ii  Disagreement: the velocity here also 
reflects extent of disagreement. 
            Head moves left and right, (cf. 5.1.1.1).   
Toes/Legs 
The stamping of foot (rather) noisily on the ground 
(i) Expression of annoyance 
Tapping somebody gently on toes/foot 
(ii) A warning to shut up or take cognizance 
of something, without the third party 
noticing, (cf. 5.1.1.2). 
Hand 
(i)  To beckon to somebody to do something (moving 
the hand forth and back and pointing at something) 
(ii) (Especially with closed fists) to hail somebody 
for lofty deed, (cf. 5.1.1.3). 
(iii) In supplication (with the two hands stretched 
forward and palms opening), (cf. 5.1.1.3). 
Mouth 
(i) Expression of amazement.  
(ii) A way of expressing disgust, (cf.5.1.1.4). 
Nose 
(i) To regard something as worthless or 
unimportant or to indicate that somebody is 
telling lies. 
(ii) An indication of an unpleasant odor, (cf. 
5.1.1.5). 
Shoulder 
i. to express a lackadaisical or languid attitude to 
something 
ii. (Now common among kids) expression of 
disagreement, (cf.5.1.1.6). 
Corpus II Color: (a) white (b) blue (c) black (d) 
red   
(a) White: i. It denotes peace and purity  
           ii. It signifies victory, especially 
among white-garment churches, (cf. 
5.1.2.1). 
(b) Blue:  It denotes love, (cf. 5.1.2.2).  
(c) Black: It denotes death or mourning, (cf. 
5.1.2.3). 
(d) Red:  It denotes danger, (cf. 5.1.2.4). 
Corpus III: Gangan (Talking Drum) 
The gangan (talking drum) can be twisted, alongside 
the beating, by pulling the leather strings wound 
around the drum to produce certain sounds 
understood only by those accustomed to the 
“language of the talking drum”.(cf. 5.1.3) 
 
Corpus IV: Numbers 
(i)The number “3” is used exclusively by the 
adherents of awo cult. It signifies ability to 
disambiguate riddles of life, (cf. 5.1.2.1). 
(ii)The number “6” is used to express love. In Yoruba 
language, “six” (efa) means “to draw close”, (cf. 
5.1.2.2). 
(iii)The number “9” is used to express blessing. The 
number “9” in Yoruba (esan) used in verb “san” 
means to be a blessing, (cf. 5.1.4). 
 
Corpus V: Talisman (Signs) 
(i) Horsewhip held by a pregnant woman 
signifies that the pregnant woman’s 
unborn baby has been betrothed to a 
suitor, (5.1.5.1). 
(ii) Rag indicates poverty and that this 
(poverty) shall be visited on whosoever 
trespasses on the property, (5.1.5.2).  
(iii) Snail shell signifies emptiness, futility 
or bareness on anyone who trespasses 
on the property, (cf.5.1.5.3).  
(iv) Corn stick connotes gradual depletion 
of a trespasser’s fortune the way a piece 
of corn stick loses its seeds, (cf. 
5.1.5.4). 
 
6. CONCLUSION 
This paper examined the importance of language, 
communication and culture in human societies and 
posited that nonverbal communication- the use of 
signs and paralinguistic features- reinforces the 
transmission and understanding of effective 
communication. The search light of the study was 
beamed on “aroko” as used among the Yoruba. In all, 
twenty respondents from diverse age brackets and 
geographical milieus examined five different 
corpuses. The inference from the study was that the 
use of aroko is prevalent among all classes of people 
in all nooks and crannies of Yoruba land, as in many 
parts of the world. The study also found that this 
important cultural trait is losing its steam among the 
new generation of the Yoruba. One major advantage 
of aroko, as inferred from our respondents,is that it 
completes or complements verbal communication. In 
fact, in this age of internet/information 
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communication technology, it has become a useful 
tool in sending and receiving coded messages. This 
phenomenology is a classical example of a 
sociological approach that perceives the social world 
and the knowledge about it, as a social construction. 
A deep understanding of the cultural aspects of a 
people’s life is a catalyst for social advancement. A 
case is therefore strongly made for the cultural 
renaissance of this very important aspect of the life of 
the people. 
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